The purpose of this study was to explore the differences in perceived stress and coping styles among non-traditional graduate students in both on-campus and distance-learning programs. The study employed a quantitative causal-comparative design that involved collecting survey data. The sample consisted of 36 non-traditional graduate students who enrolled in distance learning classes along with 36 non-traditional students attending traditional on-campus courses in a graduate program. For statistical analyses, t-test and multiple linear regressions were conducted to simultaneously assess the effects of group membership and all demographic variables on each of the dependent variables (stress level and coping style). An alpha level of .05 was used to test statistical significance. Overall, there is no significant difference between the coping styles and the perceived stress levels of non-traditional graduate students who enrolled in distance-learning and on-campus programs.
Background
Research has shown that college students, including non-traditional graduate and distance learning students, are prone to stress (D'Zurilla & Sheedy, 1991) . Students entering graduate school programs must adjust to time management demands and higher academic expectations than they dealt with during their undergraduate studies.
Furthermore, non-traditional students are often faced with additional stresses such as raising a family and working a fulltime job, which can increase stress levels. Although these stressors do not cause anxiety and stress by themselves, stress results from direct interaction with stressors and individual perceptions (Romano, 1992) . Thus, in order to create effective interventions, stressors for non-traditional graduate students in distance-learning programs and nontraditional graduate students in on-campus programs were explored.
Non-traditional students are returning to school for a number of different reasons. According to Rahman, Situ and Jimmo (2005) a large number of mature students are seeking to expand their educational background, increase self-esteem, find a career change, enter the work field, or fulfill a personal agenda that requires going back to school. Donovant (2009) defines a nontraditional student as "a person who returns to school part or full-time while maintaining further responsibilities such as having a family, being employed full or part-time or having other responsibilities associated with adult life." The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2006) , states that current non-traditional students have the following, but not limiting, characteristics (a) non-dependent on parents for financial support, (b) married, (c) single parent, (d) have one or more children, (e) delay entry into post-secondary education or (f) employed part or full-time while being enrolled in higher education.
The traditional on-campus graduate learning classrooms have historically consisted of daily face-to-face interactions with instructors and peers, class lectures and discussion groups. Learning, in the on-campus tradition, takes place at the physical site of an institution. Furthermore, face-to-face interaction with peers, faculty, and school administrators is part of the traditional on-campus graduate school experience. Distance learning students, however, experience graduate school differently. Kitahara and Westfall (2007) explain that distance learning graduate students are typically older and have compiled numerous skills and life experiences. These types of students are often burdened with further responsibilities outside their graduate study such as work, family, social, and/or financial obligations (Karoly & Panis, 2006) .
There is a number of stressors non-traditional students experience while attending graduate school that traditional students do not experience. These common stressors are employment demands, time constraints, financial problems, academic workload, and family obligations (Snyder & Tate, 2010) . Thus, non-traditional graduate students must juggle different roles to succeed in graduate school. More and more students must effectively cope with the stressors of parenting, work, and finances in addition to coping with the rigorous stressors of graduate school (Snyder & Tate, 2010) .
This study explores four main research questions: (1) Is there a significant difference in the perceived stress levels of non-traditional graduate students in distance learning versus nontraditional graduate students in on-campus programs? (2) Is there a significant difference in the coping styles of non-traditional graduate students in distance-learning versus nontraditional graduate students in on-campus programs? (3) Is there a significant relationship between demographics (e.g., variables of age, gender, marital status, employment) and the perceived stress in non-traditional graduate students? (4) Is there a significant relationship between demographics (e.g., variables of age, gender, marital status, employment) and the perceived coping styles in non-traditional graduate students?
Methods

Sample
The population of interest for this research was graduate students enrolled in distancelearning and on-campus programs. The sample consisted of 36 non-traditional students who enrolled in distance-learning classes and 36 non-traditional students who enrolled in oncampus courses. A total of 72 participants were recruited from two mid-western universities. For this study, non-traditional students were defined as students who are 25 years or older, enrolled in programs part-time or full-time and maintained further responsibilities such as family, employment and other responsibilities associated with adult life. This study, which used a quantitative causal-comparative design, included only students who met the nontraditional student criteria.
Distance learning students were recruited via a web announcement posted in their online learning platform. Before the study took place, distance-learning instructors were contacted by the researcher and were asked for permission to post the web announcement in their online learning platform. Because this study employed convenience sampling, only interested students who met the inclusion criteria were allowed to participate. A link to the survey web site was included in the recruitment web posting. For those students who were enrolled in oncampus programs, the researcher established contact with the graduate school instructors and asked permission to make an announcement before or after each class. The announcement consisted of outlining the study and asked interested students to stay after class.
Instrumentation
The first scale used in this study was the Perceived Stress Scale-14 (PSS), which measures student's individual perception of stress. The PSS-14 is a paper and pencil questionnaire consisting of fourteen items. Each particular item is designed to identify how unpredictable, uncontrollable or overloaded the respondent has found his or her life to be within the last month. Responses are assessed on a 5 point scale, with 0 = never and 4 = very often (Cohen, Kamarack, & Mermeistein, 1983) .
The PSS-14 is one of the most widely used psychological instruments for measuring an Individual's perception of stress (Cohen, 1986) . Reliability of the PSS-14 was determined in three separate tests using three samples. Two of the samples were college students, while one test used a heterogeneous group in a smoking cessation class. The coefficient alpha scores for each test respectively were .84, .85 and .86. Additionally, a test-retest correlation was administered to a group of college students from the University of Oregon. The test was conducted two days apart. The students were told to strive for accuracy rather than consistency across time. The results yielded a test-retest correlation of .85 (Cohen, Kamarack, & Mermeistein, 1983 ).
Validity of this instrument was determined with extensive normative data on 2,387 respondents. According to Cohen, Kamarack, and Mermeistein (1983) strong correlations of .76 and .65 were noted between the PSS and depressive symptoms. Furthermore, recent studies have validated the prospective associations of perceived stress as measured by the PSS and a variety of relevant outcomes such as stress measures, self-reported health and health services measures, health behavior measures, smoking status and help seeking behavior (Koopman et al., 2000) .
The second instrument that was used in this study was the Moos Coping Responses Inventory (CRI-Adult). This instrument uses a 48-item self-report measure of coping responses. The CRI is a 48-item self-report measure of coping responses. It appraises items on a 4-point scale, ranging from Definitely No to Definitely Yes. Furthermore, it assessed whether respondents have enough time to prepare for the focal stressor, whether they viewed it as a threat, and whether they viewed it as a challenge. The CRI is measured by summing response to the logical analysis and guidance/support seeking subscales and divided them by the sum of the problem solving and positive reappraisal subscales.
Furthermore, the CRI-Adult is designed to measure eight different types of coping responses to stressful life circumstances. These responses are measured by eight subscales -Logical Analysis (LA), Seeking Guidance and Support (SG), Positive Reappraisal (PR), Problem solving (PS), Cognitive Avoidance (CA), Seeking Alternative Rewards (SR), Acceptance or Resignation (AR) and Emotional Discharge (ED). The first four scales measure approach coping and the second four set of scales measure avoidance coping (Moos, 1997) .
The reliability coefficient of the CRI-Adult ranges from .58 to .74 and thus indicates moderate to high internal consistency for the test. The CRI-Adult is considered to be valid and has been used extensively by researchers (Finney & Moos, 1995) . Validity for the CRI-Adult was established in a normative sample of 1900 participants. The sample consisted of alcoholic, depressed and arthritic patients that were compared to healthy controls.
Results
The sample of the study was selected using a convenience sampling method which consist 36 subjects enrolled in distance learning and 36 subjects from the on-campus programs as determined by the power analysis. As seen in Table 1 , 36% of the respondents are female. Most of the respondents are at the younger generation with ages 25-30 (38%), and 48% of the students work on a full-time basis with approximately 40 hours or above a week. On the other hand, 43% of the students are white, and 32% are married. Prior to conducting tests to determine the differences of means between the scores of the respondents, it is essential to perform the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test to determine whether the sample data is normally distributed. Table 3 presents the hypothesis test summary of the tests conducted. This shows that all except PS are normally distributed. Thus, the independent sample t-test could be run to determine whether there are differences between the means of the coping styles and stress levels. On the other hand, for the PS score, since this is not normally distributed, an ANOVA table will be generated to test whether there is a significant difference between the two groups. This would be employed because this type of statistical test does not require the samples to be normally distributed. The above analyses suggest that:
1. The difference between the perceived stress of graduate students enrolled in distance learning and in on-campus programs was statistically insignificant.
2. The difference between the coping styles of students from the two groups according to the eight subscales was insignificant except for Emotional Discharge. Graduate students from on-campus programs had higher scores for this subscale.
3. Generally, the demographics had no relationship with the perceived stress and coping styles of graduate students from these two groups.
In order to examine the differences between the perceived stress levels of non-traditional graduate students in distance learning and those in on-campus programs, a t-test for independent samples was run. As seen in Table 4 , the Levene's test for equality of variance is at 0.376, which is greater than 0.05. This makes it safe to assume that the samples have equal variances.
Moreover, the two-tailed significance is at 0.524, which means that there is no significant evidence to reject the null hypothesis suggesting that the means are equal. Therefore, the difference between the perceived stress levels of students in these two groups could be left to chance since it is not statistically significant. Likewise, in order to compare the difference of means between the groups in terms of their coping styles, an independent samples t-test for equality of means was run. For all the coping styles' subscales as seen in Table 5 , it could be observed that the Levene's test provided a significance of greater than 0.05, which means that the samples have equal variances. However, the significance level for the two-tailed test was deemed to be significant for the subcategory of Emotional Discharge (ED). This means that among all the coping styles, the difference is only significant for this subscale at 0.037. Therefore, graduate students in oncampus programs have higher ED scores than those enrolled in distance learning. On the other hand, analysis on the Problem Solving Score (PS) is run through ANOVA. It could be seen in Table 6 that the significance is at 0.827 between groups. This means that there is no significant difference between the PS scores of students enrolled in Distance Learning and Oncampus programs. Further, to test whether there is a relationship between the demographics and the study variables, a Multiple Regression Analysis was conducted. The responses of respondents were translated to numerical format to run the regression analysis. This made use of the ranks for each demographics to determine the numerical value. For example, the age of 25-30 is 1, 31-35 is 2 and so on.
As seen in Table 7 that demonstrates the outcomes of the regression analyses, the dependent variable LA is related to the ethnicity of the respondent with a p-value of 0.025. On the other hand, the age of the respondents could predict its score on PR. Moreover, the PSS level is significantly related to the demographic variables such as graduate program attended, the ethnicity and employment. The regression model for this is significant at 0.002 as seen in Table  8 which suggests that this model could predict the score of respondents on the perceived stress level. As a whole, the analysis of data has supported the null hypotheses of this study which states that there is no significant difference between the coping styles and the perceived stress levels of graduate students enrolled in distance learning and in on-campus programs. As for the expected findings, this analysis did not prove: that there is a significant difference in perceived stress in non-traditional female versus non-traditional male students; and that students who work part-time have less stress when compared to students who work full-time.
Moreover, the demographics do not affect the overall scores of respondents in terms of their coping styles and stress levels. Thus, being enrolled in either of the two graduate programs would yield the same coping style and perceive the same stress level.
Implications and Recommendations
The findings of this study suggest that there are no perceived differences in stress and coping skills between non-traditional graduate students and distance learning students; both types of students perceived high levels of stress and used approach coping strategies when coping with stressors. Thus, to help non-traditional graduate students cope with stress effectively, school administrators must do a better job brining to light the effects of stress on graduate school studies. There are numerous ways that school administrators can do this, for example, for oncampus students, they can implement stress and coping skills related classes during campus orientation. Often times, because non-traditional students work a full time job, they are forced to enroll in evening classes, therefore missing out on orientation usually given during the day.
Distance-learning administrators could implement web seminars, pamphlets or mandatory reading material regarding proper coping techniques at the beginning of each semester. They should require students to read, sign and select a mentor that will assist them with graduate school stressors. Perhaps, a Perceived Stress Scale should be given at the beginning and middle of each semester to identify students with high levels of stress.
Furthermore, they must implement a stress inoculation program which advises students in advance of the difficulties they might face as non-traditional graduate students and help them develop appropriate coping strategies to combat stress. A study by Rosenblat and Christensen (1993) concluded that graduate students had lower levels of anxiety when given a proper orientation. Thus, if an orientation is implemented by school administrators, this may help non-traditional graduate students be better equipped to cope effectively with graduate school stressors.
Not only must faculty and school administrators create stress inoculation programs but furthermore, they must assist them in learning appropriate coping strategies, specifically approach coping. In their findings, Folkman and Lazarus (1985) suggest that students who used positive thinking were more satisfied when coping compared to those students who relied on withdrawal and wishful thinking coping strategies, otherwise known as avoidance coping response. According to Noh and Kaspar (2003) the most effective form of coping is the use of active approach coping techniques with avoidance coping being relatively less effective. As demonstrated above, Logical Analyses, Positive Reappraisal, Seeking Guidance and Support and Problem Solving are more effective when students have control over a stressor.
Another recommendation to assist non-traditional graduate students deal and cope with stressors is by developing a mentoring program. Mentors should be selected from faculty or advisors who understand non-traditional student's stressors. However, it is extremely important that these mentors have appropriate training and understanding of perceived stress and appropriate coping strategies to better help non-traditional students. Appropriate training must be provided to these mentors before engaging in their roles. Moreover, non-traditional graduate students should be advised to seek appropriate help when encountering stress. According to Gulgoz (2001) , graduate students do not often ask professors for help when encountering stress. He postulates that graduate students assume that it is not appropriate to seek help from a faculty or staff. Therefore, employing a mentoring program may indeed help reduce stress and assist non-traditional graduate students employ proper coping mechanism.
